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Dana Beyer, a Montgomery County politician, fierce advocate for LGBT and women's rights and retired surgeon, is a 
member of the Conservative Tifereth Israel Congregation in Washington, D.C.  This piece tells her story of transitioning 
and reclaiming the Torah as a text of  liberation.

Judaism is a religion that can be both welcoming and fear-inducing, simultaneously. As a child in a ye-
shiva or Jewish day school, where I spent ten hours or more daily learning my math, chemistry and 
scripture, I felt both at home and fearful that I would be struck dead at any minute. 

There is a morning prayer still recited by orthodox men and since I was in an orthodox school, I was 
obligated to say it as well. It goes, “Blessed art thou, o Lord, our God, king of the universe, who has not 
made me a woman.” I can best describe my state at that moment of recitation as swallowing crushed 
glass. And I could not share this with any rabbi or other teacher, because I would literally have been 
crushed by the system. Being the smart little boy I’m told I was, I just kept my mouth shut.

Judaism is a critical religion, a faith that demands queries along with obedience that exalts learning while 
encouraging conformity. Over the past 160 years those demands, those contradictions led to schisms 
and the development of  other denominations, Reform, then Conservative then Reconstructionist. 

The Challenge of Transsexualism

Remarkably, it  was orthodoxy that first confronted the challenge of transsexualism. When I was in high 
school, after the news broke of genital reconstruction surgery at Johns Hopkins orthodox biomedical 
experts pondered the new phenomenon and came to a split decision. A well-respected Israeli rabbi was 
very supportive, though he stopped short of offering encouragement. But it was that split decision that 
kept the eternal flame of hope burning within me for some sort of redemption, even if in the world to 
come.

In the early 90’s both Reform and Reconstructionist Judaism fully embraced trans persons, but since I 
was conservative/traditional, I was still in some sort of spiritual limbo. When I first began my transition 
at that time I felt abandoned by my people; not because they would not have been accepting had I 
reached out to them, but because I was paralyzed by fear from reaching out. And it was the lack of out-
reach that distanced me from my community, until I finally began making my way back in 1997. 

I also had a new wife and a bar mitzvah coming up, so I finally stepped back into the familiar surround-
ings at the Conservative Tifereth Israel Congregation in Washington, D.C. (For those who don’t know, 
“Conservative” in Judaism would best be described as “progressive traditional” — women sit with men 
and participate fully, Jewish law is taken as a guide rather than a legal code.)

When I finally had decided to transition to live as a woman, I sought out not my rabbi, but the rabbi of 
the LGBT synagogue in D.C., Rabbi Bob Saks. Bob was a friend of Cathy Tuerk, a former member of 
my synagogue, Tifereth Israel. Cathy was a founding president of Metro D.C. PFLAG and was willing to 
help mediate my transition with my parents. So with the help of Bob, with whom I laid out a plan for 
coming out at Tifereth Israel and Cathy, who spoke with my mother, I was on my way.
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I CHOSE LIFE
Reading Torah as Myself

Dana Beyer, M.D.
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“As Long as You Keep Reading Torah…”

I worked my shul through the grassroots after presenting my legal case to Rabbi Seidel. I guess I won 
my case, because he had no qualms, even though he had never before had this experience. Speaking per-
sonally to a number of fellow congregants whom I considered as potential allies and opinion-shapers — 
something like block captains for the various factions in the community — I allowed them to spread the 
word in their vernacular and left town for my facial surgery, to return to synagogue two months later 
living full-time as myself.

The Shabbat morning I returned I did what I often did — I read the Torah in the morning service. By 
that time I had been living as a woman for six weeks and my confidence had grown exponentially. I en-
tered the sanctuary with confidence, wearing an ivory silk sweater and black skirt, quietly took my place 
in the crowd and when the time came ascended the bima to read the Torah. 

Once I got going, I was back in the groove as one of the best in the business, having been doing this 
service for 42 years. Most people knew who I was and the congratulations came for my work and my 
presentation when I returned to the crowd. The most memorable comment was, “As long as you keep 
reading Torah, I couldn’t care less what sex you are!”

To be fair, some people kept their distance. Some shook my hand, a few hugged me. As the weeks went 
by, those who had been keeping their distance came ever closer and within six months I was just part of 
the family again. Friends gave me advice on how to present myself, others asked me for makeup tips. I 
eventually found my own voice, both literally and figuratively, which was the purpose of the entire tran-
sition process from the beginning.

Rite of Passage: A Bat Mitzvah

Part of my rite of passage was having a bat mitzvah (I had already been bar mitzvahed back in 1965), 
having a naming ceremony and attending the ritual bath or the mikvah, in a nearby synagogue. Some 
trans women had already created life-cycle rituals for these events which I gratefully borrowed and was 
reborn as Yardana. The quietude of the pool, the uniquely Jewish women’s space, was the greatest bless-
ing of  all, allowing me to access the sacred in a manner I had never before even contemplated.

Since then, I have been in a constant process of “coming home,” both physically and spiritually, redefin-
ing past experiences in an integral, holistic manner, reclaiming past events and memories from which I 
had been alienated. I don’t expect this process will ever end. An old medical school classmate whom I 
met at my recent thirtieth reunion remarked that she could see in my eyes that I was one of “those peo-
ple.” “Who are ‘those people’?” I asked. She replied, “The world is divided into two types of people. 
Those who have been tested and get it and those that don’t. You get it.”

I can see that and imagine such tests have been taken through the ages, be they tests of faith, fidelity, 
courage or fearlessness. I’ve been tested, literally over the past 50 years, in so many ways. I survived the 
first forty-five years. The Torah says, “Choose life, so that you and yours my live” (D’varim 30:19).

And so I chose life.
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